There ought to be a word in the literary taxonomy for biographies written by the children or grandchildren of their subjects. They are certainly not first-person memoirs, although they often draw heavily upon the subject's own oral and written recollections, nor do they have quite the same flavour as scholarly or journalistic accounts written by non-family members. A subcategory of this genre might be the life stories of missionaries, usually women, who spent their lives and raised their families in China in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Some of these provide a detailed and insightful glimpse of a particular slice of Chinese history, written by authors who spent their formative years in China. (Many eminent Sinologists were themselves the children of missionaries.) Others are more personal accounts, focusing on the struggle to create a normal family life under extraordinary circumstances, but with little to say about the epochal changes that produced those circumstances. Rarely does an author succeed in combining both the historical and the personal. The two books under review plainly illustrate both the charms and the difficulties of this type of biography.
The life of Ethel Margaret Phillips, or Margaret, as she became known, was one of both hardships and triumphs. Her early life reads like a Victorian novel: abandoned by her mother, raised by grudging relatives, and sent to boarding school to train as a governess. In 1898, however, Margaret became one of the first women to enrol in medical school at the University of Manchester, and in 1905 she sailed to China as a medical missionary. After a brief stint in Beijing, Margaret settled in Pingyin, a smallish city in Shandong province with a well-established missionary presence and a fairly rudimentary medical dispensary. She was the sole foreign doctor in the area, and much of her effort went into overcoming the local population's distrust of foreign medicine and unwillingness to adhere strictly to prescribed treatment. Within a few years she convinced the mission to raise funds to build a properly equipped women's hospital, supervising the design and construction herself. By this time she had become a respected figure among the Chinese, receiving the Chinese surname of Lei, or 'thunder.' The author provides lively vignettes of many of Margaret's cases and her dealings with both the local population and the mission community, as well as her own bouts of serious illness. Later Margaret practised medicine in Beijing; it was during this time that she adopted a baby (the author) from the United States. She survived the Second World War in a Japanese internment camp but died a few years later in England.
Margaret Phillips's life spanned a time of considerable political and social upheaval in China, and her daily involvement with patients provides a valuable window onto the lives of poor and ordinary Chinese during these changes. A slight drawback of the book, however, is the author's attempt to give the flavour of Margaret's experiences by relying heavily on indirect quotes from her diaries and letters with little attempt to distinguish the significant details from the trivial. Reading these sometimes banal observations in the third-person voice of the narrator can produce a rather odd effect. For instance, from the childhood chapters: 'One day Ethel insisted on being allowed to cook the Sunday dinner while everyone else went to church, just to show that she still could. Happily both the roast and the pudding were a success.' Similarly, a telling account of the death of a Chinese convert whose family opposed his Christianity is introduced by the irrelevant detail that Margaret had overslept that morning. Such infelicities of style are an occasional distraction from an otherwise absorbing narrative.
Shirley Jane Endicott solves this problem by quoting at length from her mother's writings, thus separating the narrator's from the subject's voice. Though the appearance on the page may be choppy (pages on end of smaller, light-face type), the result actually reads much more smoothly. In this case, the use of direct quotations is particularly appropriate, since the focus of this biography is Mary Austin Endicott's inner life her lifelong effort to understand her own psychology, her struggles in defining her faith, and especially her emotionally intense but sometimes troubled marriage to missionary and peace activist Jim Endicott. China is merely the context or backdrop to this highly personal story, although certainly the dynamics of Mary's relationship with her husband were largely shaped by the conditions of his work in China. Readers interested in learning about the activities of Westerners (in this case Canadians) and their impact on Chinese society will find little information here.
Though born two decades after Margaret Phillips, Mary Endicott's life (1897-1967) was in many ways more traditional. She attended the University of Toronto but studied domestic science and did not try to pursue a profession. Unlike Margaret Phillips, who never married but raised an adopted child alone while practising medicine, Mary Endicott's role for most of her life was solely that of a wife and mother. Unable to master the language, she could not participate in her husband's preaching or educational work but concentrated her energy on her family and her marriage. She raised her four children and three Chinese foster children, teaching them all in a schoolroom along with other children of the foreign community. She also immersed herself in the latest psychological theories, revealing her most intimate thoughts and feelings in her diary and in letters to friends and family. The result is a rich psychological portrait of a complicated inner life and a difficult relationship, but with comparatively little on China or the Chinese. During the war years, which Mary largely spent in Canada, she agonized about the forced separation from Jim and about his mental state, as he was undergoing a serious crisis of religious faith. It is not until the early Cold War that the outside world assumes greater importance in the narrative. The Endicotts were prominent in the Canadian peace movement, taking the deeply unpopular position of defending the Chinese Communists. It is at this point that Mary's story finally becomes less inwardly focused, as she develops into an activist, writer, and school board trustee. Consequently, in the end we learn almost more about Toronto left-wing politics from the book than we do about the Chinese revolution. O.D. Skelton is best known as the influential isolationist undersecretary of state for external affairs from 1925 to his death in 1941. But he also wrote several important studies, as did his wife, Isabel, and Terry Crowley highlights the couple's writing career in this 'study of their marriage.' He adds that Oscar was not an isolationist and not that influential historians have accorded him 'too great a role in policy determination. ' The couple produced eight books in the decade following 1912, and while both shared the goal of creating a national outlook, free from British imperialism, there were differences. Their distinct approaches reflected their personal situation and 'gender norms.' Isabel Skelton 'believed that history with women or cultural life excluded remained partial; the representation of the nation as political fact and economic phenomenon in the manner that her husband wrote was inadequate.' In books such as Backwoodswoman Isabel wrote about the lives of ordinary women 'in the setting where they were most often found: the home.' While she saw history as cultural, her husband saw it as political. Both received critical praise for their works, but only one career took off. Crowley convincingly explains that 'Oscar Skelton ranked high because the themes he struck in his writings were picked up by male historians ... whereas Isabel's work was quickly forgotten.' In addition, Isabel struggled with parenting and domestic responsibilities.
This 'joint biography' does not give each equal treatment, since Oscar's 'role in Canadian government during several key turning points in the country's history when men prevailed necessitates greater attention.' Crowley's presentation of Skelton's evolving world-view is very well done, particularly for the period before 1935. The ideal Canada that Skelton and others of his time advocated had little room for francophones, Aboriginal Canadians or non-white immigrants. An author seeking to glorify his subject might have downplayed such views at the cost of understanding the mentalité of the era. Also well done is the evidence provided to show that Skelton's main goal, Canadian independence from the British Empire, was not strictly anti-British and proUnited States. More problematic are the presentation of Skelton as an internationalist and the analysis of his relationship with the prime minister.
The affirmation that both Oscar and Isabel 'were essentially internationalists, if that term describes those who do not fear foreign influences or
